Bangkok's new international Suvarnabhumi airport opened recently, about 40 years after it was first proposed and more than 30 years since the 324km 2 site was purchased. It's a great new airport, with a terminal building of 553,000 m 2 and the world's tallest control tower, standing over 130m high. It was planned to be the world's largest single building, but was overtaken by an extension of Hong Kong airport from 550,000 to 570,000 m 2 . Suvarnabhumi will eventually handle up to 76 flights an hour, servicing 45,000,000 passengers a year, increasing further when an additional terminal is built for budget airlines.
A great new airport, but hell to live near. Noise complaints flooded in as soon as flights started in September 2006. There is some confusion over the number of properties affected, ranging from about 70, which are the worst, to a total of 3000 facing excessive noise. Schools have found it impossible to work effectively, with an over-flight nearly every minute, houses have sprung roof and window leaks, tiles have been dislodged from temples, whilst some of those living nearest the airport -500m away -depend on ear plugs and many endure disturbed sleep.
Of course, it didn't really go wrong, but was just rather worse than expected. Predictions showed that 71 properties were in a Noise Exposure Forecast (NEF) contour 1 greater than 40 and uninhabitable, but that is a little difficulty which could be handled. The Airports Authority is now attempting to rescue itself, and the inhabitants, from the additional problems, which hit them literally out of the blue, by a mix of noise management, strict planning and compensation. For example, by reducing the use of the western runway from 98% to 85% of landings and increasing that of the eastern runway, the NEF will reduce a few points for the worst affected, but increase considerably for the others. A 10km housing exclusion zone is to be set up around the airport, but the most impressive help is the amount of financial compensation offered to affected residents for purchase of their properties and resettlement elsewhere. Seven billion Thai Baht has been estimated so far, and promised to be found, equivalent to nearly 200 million US dollars -about 5% of the airport construction costs.
This generous funding is an example to other governments world wide on accepting responsibility for noise problems and not leaving their people to live with the unliveable. 1 An approximation is that L dn = NEF + 35. An NEF greater than 25 is considered to be a problem zone Airport noise set to cost a small fortune Airports of Thailand (AOT) will likely need more than Bt7 billion to solve problems arising from Suvarnabhumi Airport's noise pollution, Transport Minister Theera Haocharoen has disclosed. "AOT will have to consult the Finance Ministry. It will have to seek a loan to shoulder this huge expense," Theera said. He added that the noise pollution from Suvarnabhumi Airport clearly affected more than 77 households, as initially suggested by the airport's environmental-impact assessment. Theera said relevant authorities would expedite the process of providing assistance and compensation to those affected. He also expressed confidence i Saprang Kalayanamitr, who has been named the new president of AOT. "He is strongly determined to solve the problems," Theera said of Saprang. Natural Resources and Environment Minister Kasem Sanidwong na Ayudhaya said the Pollution Control Department had measured the noise level in the airport's neighbourhoods through this past Sunday and found that the noise pollution affected at least 250 more households. However, he said the noiselevel measurement had been conducted at the rate of 46 flights per hour. Suvarnabhumi Airport is expected to accommodate 76 flights per hour. "If the frequency of flights increase, the number of affected areas will also increase," explained Kasem. He said the Transport Ministry was now planning to survey Suvarnabhumi Airport's neighbouring areas in a bid to determine the impact from 76 flights an hour. "We should receive the information soon. By then, we'll be able to figure out the budget for compensation," he said. Kasem added that use of the airport's neighbouring areas should be strictly controlled from now on; otherwise, people might move in and then complain about noise pollution in the future. "More than 40 years ago, the government paid compensation to people in the airport's neighbourhoods. They moved out. However, when people heard the new airport project was to be scrapped, people moved in. Now the government has to pay compensation again," he said.
